The 2011 Australian federal budget confirmed generous funding for language, literacy and numeracy programs as well as skills recognition and training for older workers as part of a strategy to upgrade workforce skills. In considering possible responses to the announcement, many Australian adult education theorists and practitioners weighed up the contexts in which such programs could build the resources and increase the options of vulnerable workers. One such group of workers, retrenched factory workers, have benefitted from participation in union-run, integrated post-retrenchment programs, which have incorporated access to language, literacy and numeracy as well as vocational education and training programs. Such programs can build on the existing social capital amongst close-knit groups of workers as they develop the confidence to transform their work identities.
Introduction
The announcement of the federal Australian budget in June 2011 affirmed government commitment to 'language and literacy' and 'skill development' for vulnerable and marginal workers through the allocation of $30 million for the 'More Help for Mature Age Workers initiative'. In addition to this VET funding, a further $143 million was promised for 30,000 additional commencements in the Language, Literacy and Numeracy Program (LLNP) alongside a further $20 million to continue the Workplace English Language and Literacy program (WELL). These programs are linked through policy rhetoric to the larger strategy of upgrading skills for the Australian workforce, 'to boost productivity, increase workforce participation and ensure [the government's] social compact with Australians to deliver the dignity of work' (Evans 2011) .
Whilst funding for literacy and vocational education initiatives are to be applauded, questions have been raised regarding their capacity to reduce vulnerability and social exclusion amongst Australian low-paid workers. Previously identified problems impeding the success of such programs include barriers to access (Cully et al 2000 , Watson 2003 , Gringart et al 2005 , conceptions of skill and pedagogical approaches to skill development (Buchanan et al 2001, Karmel and Woods 2004) , poor articulation of the literacy skills involved in work practices (Billett and Somerville 2004) and lack of engagement with social partnership models (Harris et al 2009 , Young 2002 , Balatti et al 2009 .
The positioning of vocational education programs within current international discourses surrounding workforce skills warrants critical analysis, as does the design of such programs. This is especially so as governments have sought to engage low-paid workers in VET with the promise that it can reduce the levels of worker vulnerability which have accompanied global restructuring processes (Lakes and Carter 2004 , Billet et al 2006 , Fenwick and Hall 2006 , Farrell and Fenwick 2007 . Martin and Knudsen (2010) point out that as globalised manufacturing processes force more manufacturing workers in OECD countries into the lower end of the services sector, national VET systems and labour market approaches produce particular worker choices and industry skill patterns. VET is often positioned as a policy cornerstone in the management of social changes taking place in developed nations. The increased marginalisation of those who occupy unskilled jobs has negative implications for retrenched manufacturing workers as a group and, as some suggest, creates disharmony between social classes (Martin and Knudsen 2010:347) .
In Australia, VET programs have been promoted to employers and workers alike, as a means of generating both increased workforce skill and individual opportunity in low-paid industries and occupations (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations [DEEWR] 2008). The funding of such programs is invariably announced with emphasis on government commitment to both national business productivity and social inclusion, although the problems inherent in this dual focus have been enumerated by VET researchers over the past decade (Equity Research Centre 2006) .
Most recently, Pocock et al (2011) have shown that VET participation does not necessarily lead to increased opportunities for Australian low-paid workers. Despite the fact that low-paid workers comprise a sizeable segment of the population, consisting predominantly of women and young people, and are concentrated in particular industries, Pocock (2009) points out that existing research does not explore what 'enables or inhibits' their work transitions, or how VET can facilitate their movement out of low paid work. According to the National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER), the increased national participation which is taking place in VET is not necessarily resulting in increased employment outcomes, with a recent report stating that:
The proportion of graduates who improved their employment circumstances after training has decreased by 4.4 percentage points from 2006 to 2010 and by 3.8 percentage points for students from most disadvantaged backgrounds from 2007 to 2010 (Hargreaves 2011: 1) .
Very little has been written about the experiences of retrenched Australian manufacturing workers who do participate in VET as they make the transition into low-paid service sector jobs. Given the policy rhetoric surrounding government funding commitment to VET and the very real impact of global restructuring on these workers in Australia and other OECD countries, it is important to develop an understanding of the conditions under which VET might contribute to their employment opportunities.
There are two lines of argument made in this article. Firstly, the article outlines the ways in which the social capital belonging to a group of recently retrenched textile workers was utilised to maintain resilience and increase VET participation. Participants in a union-based postretrenchment program were able to build new strategies towards occupational transitions alongside their participation in VET courses. The broad support program utilised adult literacy principles involving partnerships, policy advocacy and pedagogical best practice (Balatti et al 2009) to maintain existing social capital amongst this vulnerable group of workers. Analysis of the program results offers some insight into the importance of 'learning borderlands' in increasing workers' participation in VET courses and in making transitions into new kinds of work. I suggest that 'learning borderlands' created through programs like these allow workers to maximise existing social capital as they undertake training, apply for new jobs and navigate unfamiliar processes in the labour market.
Secondly, the article draws from qualitative research conducted with the retrenched textile workers from the above program, focusing on a group who successfully entered and maintained ongoing employment afterwards. Whilst significant numbers of participants in the program undertook VET courses in 2005 and 2006, this research found that VET qualifications were rarely associated with increased job opportunities amongst this group. Participation in VET was considered by many to have had strategic importance in maintaining post-retrenchment optimism. However, for those without the requisite dispositions or social capital, VET qualifications did not increase their options or their chances of entering and maintaining jobs outside of manufacturing.
The analysis of worker experiences suggests that, within this group post retrenchment programs lead to increased VET participation and optimism. However, such VET participation confirms the existing match between worker attributes and the occupations they aspire to, without supporting the critical learning involved in entering or maintaining new employment. Further, VET is often of low relevance in the career trajectories of retrenched manufacturing workers, either because the match between their worker attributes and the occupations they enter is already strong enough to secure them a job without training, or because regardless of the training, the match is too weak to result in success. In discussing these factors, the conceptual framework of the 'habitus', the 'disposition' and 'capital' provided by Bourdieu (1986), proves useful. I conclude that under current conditions, most retrenched manufacturing workers in Australia will not benefit from increased government funding to VET unless they are accompanied by opportunities for workers to develop social capital for new industries and occupations. Spaces within which workers can learn, socialise and exchange with mentors and fellow workers are vital for the development of valuable social capital. Such spaces, or 'learning borderlands' within occupations, may not only allow able and qualified workers to access jobs, but also to broaden their ongoing employment options and skill development.
The role of learning borderlands in generating social capital
In considering the value of funding for VET and language, literacy and numeracy (LLN) programs for retrenched manufacturing workers, we must first identify how movement into and then progress within new occupations takes place for this group. Whilst VET is promoted to retrenched workers, the specific benefits of a qualification arise from the ability of a worker to utilise them, which is in part determined by that worker's networks and in part by the relative value of the qualification and the worker in the eyes of the employer.
We know that 'embodied learning' for each occupation is distinct, producing different ways of thinking and learning across worker groups (Billett and Somerville 2004) . We also know that general skills are of most use in career transitions amongst workers at the lower-paid end of the Australian economy (Karmel et al 2008) . VET qualifications promoted to retrenched manufacturing workers usually provide licences, certificates and occupational health and safety requirements for entry-level employment in retail, hospitality, construction, driving, administration, cleaning, security and caring jobs. Experienced, retrenched manufacturing workers often have a range of general skills. Despite the combination of experience, new work aspirations and VET qualifications, many find that they are unable to make the transitions into desirable jobs. Others may be able to do so regardless of their VET qualification. This phenomenon poses a conundrum for VET policy makers who argue that VET participation increases opportunities for retrenched manufacturing workers. The 'dispositions' of workers and their accumulated 'social capital' often prove to be more significant in overcoming labour market disadvantages.
One of the challenges that low-paid Australian workers face is the struggle to access the necessary employment information, advice and support to maintain their often precarious employment (Pocock 2009 ). Theorists such as Granovetter (1973) and Coleman (1988) suggest that social networks, ties and bonds are crucial for workers undergoing a process of transformation, because relationships generate various kinds of 'social capital' which can be drawn upon to either enter into or maintain power and influence in new fields. In their current form, Australian VET courses are neither generic enough to assist participants to build networks and strategies for maintaining employment, nor are they usually specific enough to give participants work experience with potential employers. Within this context, in considering how VET participation may benefit retrenched manufacturing workers, it is important to identify the ways in which these workers prepare for, enter and maintain new jobs and occupations, and the way 'social capital' is utilised in those processes. Bourdieu (1986:241) defines social capital as 'the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition'. His concept of social capital is particularly useful when considered alongside those of 'individual disposition', the 'habitus' and the 'field', as it assists adult education theorists to think about learning within the fluid and multi-layered process of social and individual change. Bourdieu's concepts have been used by several adult education theorists in discussing the interactions between individual life trajectories, occupational constructions and models of learning (Sawchuck 2003 , Warren and Webb 2007 , Wojecki 2007 ). They have not previously been applied to consider the benefits of VET in the transitions of manufacturing workers in developed countries.
According to Bourdieu (1980), one's individual 'disposition' arises out of the accumulation of life experience and education, social position, networks, and identity background which gives one person a strategic advantage in playing the 'game' relevant to that 'field'. Importantly, as has been noted by others, 'dispositions' of workers are inherently open to change, dependent upon the fields in which individuals engage and also the life experiences one acquires Webb 2007, Huppatz 2010) . Major life disruptions such as retrenchment can provide workers with opportunities to acquire 'dispositions' for new kinds of work arising under changed social conditions. Access to relevant social capital will largely determine their success in this process, and ultimately, as workers in a new field.
Using Bourdieu's conceptual framework, workers' ability to gain a strategic advantage within a new occupational 'habitus' or 'system of dispositions' is partly contingent on the material, social and cultural capital they can draw upon. Adult education theorists have elsewhere utilised the notion of a 'vocational habitus' to analyse the interplay between individuals, learning processes and entry into particular fields of work (see for example Colley et al 2003) . Some workers will bring a dispositional advantage with them into the new occupational 'game', because of identity factors and networks of influence and support. An individual's 'social capital' for work is generated through meaningful participation in networks of durable relationships, which provide a sense of familiarity with the particular 'field' of work. Short-term training courses, on their own, can rarely foster the sorts of durable networks that support and sustain major life transitions. Cuban (2009:5) has referred to spaces around formally funded programs as 'learning borderlands'. Within the changing work habitus, peripheral culture, marked by resistance and 'borderland discourses' thrive amongst marginalised workers (Billett and Somerville 2004, O'Connor 2004) . For retrenched textile workers moving into less organised and more peripheral work within developed economies (Lambert and Webster 2010) , the term 'borderland' is particularly apt. It describes the states that these retrenched workers enter as they disinvest from aspects of their previous work dispositions and become workers in a field marked by different rules and requiring different kinds of 'capital'. For the purposes of this article, Bourdieu's broad conception of 'social capital' sufficiently suggests the full range of resources and benefits that may accrue to an individual through their network associations.
Background to the study
In the 20-year period from 1985 to 2005, full-time employment in the Australian textile, clothing and footwear (TCF) industries fell dramatically from 104,800 to 42,800 workers (Weller 2007) . The impact of job losses on textile workers and their communities has been documented at different times during that period, and the literature consistently demonstrates that such workers are highly vulnerable to long term unemployment, increased stress and reduced well-being (Webber and Weller 2001, Lipsig-Mumme and Neilsen 2003) . The Textile Clothing and Footwear Union of Australia (TCFUA) calculated around 2,000 TCF workers had lost their jobs due to closures and downsizing operations in metropolitan and rural centres in Victoria between 2004 (TCFUA 2006 .
In response to the findings of the Productivity Commission (2003), in 2005 the Australian federal government announced the introduction of the TCF Structural Adjustment Package (SAP). The package was to make $50 million available over ten years to ameliorate the negative impacts of industry restructuring on workers and their communities (DEEWR 2005) . In principle, the SAP made retrenched TCF workers eligible for immediate job search support through a government job agency. It also provided access to free vocational education courses as long as these were determined by their case managers to be relevant to their job seeking process. The federal government's training support package sat alongside a similar Victorian state government re-training program, which provided retrenched textile workers with access to VET courses, to be utilised up to six months after retrenchment (Skill Up program). The TCFUA played a considerable role in making both packages accessible to retrenched workers between 2005-2008, whilst advocating to both state and federal governments for more effective program design and implementation (TCFUA 2006) .
The case for an integrated (i.e. 'built in') literacy model of training and support for retrenched TCF workers was made during that time. This work drew upon previous longitudinal studies which had been conducted with this particular retrenched worker group (Webber and Weller 2001, Lipsig Mumme 2003) . These studies noted the confluence of factors working against retrenched workers in re-entering the workforce, and recognised the broad social benefits to workers of holistic support and integrated learning programs.
In 2005 the TCFUA piloted an integrated literacy model for delivery of support and training to retrenched TCF workers. The pilot was funded under a grant from the Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) and utilised the Australian Council for Adult Literacy (ACAL) definition of literacy which, aside from integrating listening, speaking, reading, writing, critical thinking and numeracy, also included 'the cultural knowledge that enables a speaker, writer or reader to recognise and use language appropriate to different social situations' (ACAL 1998). Within the integrated literacy model, the 'cultural knowledge' and the language of work practices within the new work 'habitus' were central. This strategy emphasised the importance of 'developing networks, discourses and opportunities for exchange amongst retrenched worker communities, rather than focusing narrowly on the skills for surviving and competing as casual labour in individualised work environments' (TCFUA 2005:3) . It was considered that the existing 'social capital' amongst groups of retrenched workers might assist them to develop their resilience and job seeking strategies and maintain optimism as they encountered and engaged with the new field of work. Ultimately, it was anticipated that participation in the post-retrenchment support program would increase VET uptake and thereby improve employment outcomes amongst the retrenched group.
The 'social capital paradigm' laid out by Balatti et al (2009) enumerates a range of benefits in incorporating a 'social capital' focus into vocational training. They conclude that a national and collaborative adult literacy and numeracy policy that embraces social capital 'is an appropriate response in a political and social climate in which social exclusion is considered unacceptable ' (Balatti et al 2009:9) . The pedagogical strategies central to their 'social capital teaching paradigm' in literacy and numeracy education encourage students to build bonding, bridging and linking ties within and outside of the learning environment, focus on strong teacher student relationships, build peer learning and collaborative teaching partnerships and embed literacy and numeracy learning into other activities.
The TCFUA model of post-retrenchment support incorporated advice and support to access free VET courses as part of its broad program of support. In this way, a 'learning borderland' was consciously constructed, in which recently retrenched workers could engage in broad processes of learning to accompany their engagement with more narrowly-focused VET courses. In this borderland, retrenched workers could critically engage with change processes alongside a trusted group of familiars.
The Feltex retrenchment
Whilst many retrenched TCF workers underwent VET courses through the TCFUA post-retrenchment programs in 2005 and 2006, it remained unclear whether or how VET participation had assisted them to enter, maintain or progress within jobs in the changing field of low-paid work. During that period the union conducted a number of telephone surveys to determine retrenched TCF workers' participation in VET and employment outcomes six months after retrenchment (TCFUA 2006) , and it is clear that union programs played a significant role in increasing the overall uptake of VET amongst this group.
However, there has been little analysis of how VET participation or other post-retrenchment support interacted with processes of personal change, learning and work transitions within the lives of retrenched TCF workers. Questions remained as to what role VET qualifications played in advancing their employment opportunities, reducing their vulnerability to unemployment or supporting their work transformations.
Of the many companies that closed their doors or downsized during that period, one particularly large retrenchment involved 165 textile workers losing their machine operator jobs at Feltex Carpets in the western suburbs of Melbourne in October, 2005 . A large proportion of these workers underwent vocational education and training as part of their participation in a union-run post retrenchment support project.
One factor that made this retrenchment particularly interesting to document was that the company agreed to fund a TCFUA-run, postretrenchment project which would link the 165 retrenched workers to vocational education courses, provide advocacy support around job search and funding access, and run tailored literacy, computer and Certificate of General Education for Adults (CGEA) courses over a 12 month period (October 2005 -October 2006 . This program was particularly well utilised by retrenched Feltex workers over the period, as they had received their full retrenchment entitlements, resulting from staunch industrial bargaining processes and healthy company liquidity. Retrenched workers were therefore able to come together as a group in numerous ways over 12 months, with many receiving group and individual support and advice, taking part in arts, general education and social events and accessing multiple, free VET courses of their choice.
The following part of this article presents aspects of the research conducted with members of the retrenched Feltex group after the support program finished. Research activities took place between January 2007 and late 2008. Findings from this research confirm the benefits to workers in participating in integrated post-retrenchment support, but it became clear that VET qualifications, whilst sometimes facilitating retrenched manufacturing workers' entry into particular occupations, did not tend to increase work opportunities.
Research methodology
As a TCFUA researcher who had previously been involved in the implementation of the post-retrenchment support program throughout the period from October 2005 until October 2006, I had the opportunity to observe the retrenched workers over a prolonged period. The TCFUA then agreed to make the project material available for the purposes of finding research participants after the program finished. All project participants had signed an agreement authorising the TCFUA to do so.
At the end of the 12 month project with retrenched Feltex workers, the TCFUA recorded that 64 out of 123 re-contacted retrenched workers were re-employed, 62% of whom (40 workers) were working in non-factory environments outside the manufacturing sector (Keating 2010) . A further 15 of those contacted were actively looking for work. The remaining 44 workers were either retired (27), studying (five) or on Workcover (12).
In January 2007, using TCFUA project data, I conducted a telephone survey with 43 of the workers who were either working or looking for work at the end of the project. Twenty men and 23 women took part. I introduced myself saying that I was not calling on behalf of the TCFUA but as an independent researcher. After I explained the nature of the research, all consented to take part in the 30 minute phone survey and agreed to be contacted again in the future as required.
The telephone survey was designed to ascertain the work and training experiences amongst those in the group who had successfully re-entered employment in the 12 months after retrenchment. I asked both qualitative and quantitative questions about their job-seeking experiences, the amount of training undertaken, the perceived usefulness of training, the number and length of jobs held, sources of support and views on new workplaces and work conditions in the first 15 months after retrenchment. Discussions were transcribed using a computer and a hands-free speaker-phone. The results from this survey helped to shape questions for more in-depth face-to-face interviews the following year.
In the middle of 2008, I approached the previously surveyed retrenched workers by phone, asking if I could meet them for a one-hour to 90-minute face-to-face interview. Seventeen interviews resulted with retrenched workers (eight men and nine women) of mixed ages (27 to 62 years), all of whom had retained employment with one employer for at least 18 months since retrenchment from Feltex. The interviews would provide more detailed narrative data about retrenched workers' experiences and perceptions of change over the three years since retrenchment, in order to shed light on what learning had been involved in the process of change and what had supported that learning.
Data comprised three areas: the changing role of work in participants' lives, their changing sense of belonging, and their changing views on knowledge and learning. Interviewees signed consent forms prior to interviews saying that they understood what the project was about, that they did not have to answer questions and indicating they were happy to have their words quoted and their names published. Two of the women had recently left the jobs they had held for 18 months, but were looking for work again. The rest were all still working in jobs they believed were ongoing and which they had held for 18 months.
According to Bourdieu (1990:42) , 'a full and complete sociology should clearly include a history of the structures that are the product at a given moment of the whole historical process'. Changes are taking place in the individual lives of one group of Australian workers and this research suggests that a relationship exists between this set of changes and a new system of dispositions, or 'habitus' at the low-paid end of the Australian workforce. The learning requirements which accompany worker transformations in low-paid jobs therefore have a much broader nature than simply acquiring the technical skills of driving, cleaning or serving customers. The social capital workers were able to acquire as they entered and then navigated the new field of low-paid work would heavily influence their opportunities and their resilience in that field. In most cases, participation in VET would not.
Findings from the research
Prior to this research, I had assumed that engagement with VET would contribute to improved employment outcomes for the Feltex workers. Employment opportunities at the lower end of the economy are increasingly mediated by combined recruitment and training services. The current training-for-work agenda emerges out of highly contested shifts in the field of education, particularly in relation to its role in producing skilled workers for industry and simultaneously increasing employment access for those disadvantaged in the labour market. Findings from this research suggest, however, that despite new policy alignments between industry and education, highly motivated, determined and skilful individuals exiting the manufacturing sector are often unable to use VET as a resource in their transformations as workers.
The initial telephone survey of 43 Feltex workers provided some information about the circumstances under which VET qualifications were useful. Fourteen of the men and 19 of the women surveyed had participated in VET courses during the post-retrenchment program period. Whilst half of the men who undertook training completed one course, the other half had completed multiple courses. The overwhelming majority of the courses were in transport-related certificates and licences.
Whilst seven women had completed one course, 12 had completed multiple courses in the 12-month period. In 2006 there were 20 enrolments in general education courses amongst the 23 women surveyed. These included LLN courses, the CGEA and computer skills courses. Importantly, most of the women who had undertaken one of these had later undertaken other vocational courses. Comments from survey respondents indicated that general education courses boosted their self-confidence, addressed gaps in their basic education, and provided an opportunity to maintain social contact and support with others. Apart from the general education courses, 18 additional vocational courses were ultimately undertaken by women. These were in aged care, food handling, librarianship, medical secretarial training, retail, security, asset maintenance (cleaning), hospitality, and forklift driving.
Fourteen workers had directly utilised VET certificates and licences to enter casual jobs. Eleven of these were men who reported that the training had allowed them entry into forklift and truck driving, taxi driving and security jobs. By contrast, only three women found that VET qualifications assisted them in finding a job. They were all employed on part-time contracts in the aged care industry.
The remaining 29 survey respondents reported that the VET training they undertook in 2006 did not play any role in helping them acquire new jobs. Only three men reported indirect benefits of VET participation, commenting that 'the training got me back into the swing of things', 'it kept the options open' and 'it gave me some new skills'. By contrast, 'indirect benefits' of training were commonly reported by women. One woman reported, for example, that getting her driver's licence directly impacted on her life in many positive ways, although finding a job was not one of them. Another reported that learning about using computers had directly changed her life as she now used them all the time for practical daily activities such as paying bills and emailing people. Ten other women reported that although they had not found work as a result of VET participation, their participation in the post-retrenchment program and training increased their general confidence in life, gave them an experience of learning which was valuable in itself, opened up a new social world, or provided them with 'future options' to consider.
This response, revealing that most participants did not directly use VET qualifications to enter new jobs, was not necessarily surprising. A survey of student outcomes by Karmel and others (2008) found that the relevance of Australian VET qualifications to job outcomes in the relevant industry or job are highly nuanced and that 'soft skills' were often the elements of VET courses which added value to graduate outcomes in occupations other than those for which they trained.
It remained unclear in my study, however, how VET participation had interacted together with other factors for those who found and maintained employment in new jobs and occupations. In order to investigate this, in-depth interviews were examined to identify the contexts in which VET was of benefit to retrenched workers.
It is not possible here to provide an in-depth discussion of the rich worker narratives emerging through the 17 interviews with those who maintained employment. A number of themes did, however, emerge, which shed light on the process of transformation itself. Participants talked about the ways in which their worker identities and their sense of belonging to various communities had changed in the years since retrenchment. For most, customer focus, entrepreneurship and dispersed social networks, as well as acceptance of change and openness to learning, had become central to their approach to work and also to life more generally. In this sense, 'dispositions' had changed considerably amongst all of the respondents. In all cases there was a level of ambivalence about this change, although for three of the workers in particular, life was felt to be significantly better as a result. Each of these three workers had found stable, ongoing work for which they were well suited and qualified. One was a long distance truck driver, one an aged care worker in two different organisations and one a team leader in a manufacturing setting. The two men had trade qualifications and were born in Australia. The woman had completed 12 years of education in an English-speaking environment.
For all of those interviewed, success in entering and then maintaining employment in new jobs depended first upon their capacity to network with trusted friends and colleagues, and then later, they were dependent upon sourcing advice and information through other workers, employers, customers and clients in their industry. The two women who had chosen to enter the aged care industry found that they were easily able to secure and maintain ongoing part-time jobs, firstly because their VET courses offered work placements, and then because they quickly developed new networks of other workers and employers who could refer them to potential workplaces.
The women interviewed were all from non English-speaking backgrounds and had participated in general education and English language courses. They had all relied on vocational training courses to open job opportunities. Women with higher educational qualifications and previous senior work experience in their countries of origin had been particularly keen to undertake VET qualifications, as well as those with gaps in their basic education and no experience outside manufacturing. All had initially believed VET participation would increase their employment opportunities.
However, whilst two of the women used their qualifications to enter jobs in aged care, three other women had hoped to use VET qualifications to move into administrative, office-based or customer service-based employment, for which they had previously qualified and in which they had experience. None had been unable to forge the necessary social connections to access or maintain employment in their desired jobs. These three women, who had participated in librarianship, administration training and hospitality courses, had eventually all returned to unqualified and insecure jobs in manufacturing, warehousing and home care. These jobs were not reliant on VET qualifications but rather, their previous life and work histories. Another woman who had undertaken numerous certificates with the hope of entering into work in the security or hospitality industries, had found unqualified cleaning work, having been unable to find adequate mentoring support to enter jobs for which she had qualified. One woman had used her previous experience in industry and her recently acquired diploma in retail to enter a shop management job, but had then been unable to secure another retail job after she lost that position. They each talked about the lack of networks through which they might draw the relevant information, support and advice to enter a new occupation.
The men interviewed had generally relied less than women on 'social capital' they might build from training participation. The two Australianborn men with team leader experience (mentioned above), had undertaken VET courses, but then used their existing social networks to find secure jobs in manufacturing and long distance truck driving. Another young Australian-born man undertook a VET course to acquire a Red Card for the construction industry but secured an ongoing job in steel manufacturing without undergoing the apprenticeship his new employer eagerly offered him. For two of the men from non English-speaking backgrounds, training had performed a perfunctory role in providing them with driving licences, but they had been able to enter and maintain truck driving and taxi driving jobs through the support and advice of their brothers, who were established in these industries. Since starting their new jobs, neither had been able to source advice through new networks, as they worked in isolation. Two older, non English-speaking background men did not participate in VET courses, but found ongoing work in manufacturing and warehousing jobs on the basis of their work histories.
Discussion and conclusions
Australia has long been regarded as having one of the highest rates of casualisation in the workforce and the disparity between the highest and lowest-paid workers has continued to grow (Hanrahan 1999) . The Australian Government recognises that VET has a critical role to play in addressing the disadvantages faced by retrenched TCF workers (Productivity Commission 2003) . It is therefore important to consider how VET is perceived and experienced by those workers.
Changes in outlook and expectations brought about by work experiences are in themselves learning processes, which affect identity and ideas of class-belonging (Crossan et al 2003 , Sawchuck 2003 . However, the ways in which learning re-shapes individual lives are neither uniform nor inevitable, but result from the interplay between social and individual factors and often reflect the structures of industries and jobs (Webb and Warren 2009) .
Adult education theorists have argued that skilful practices amongst workers emerge out of collectively agreed and reinforced values and social processes that are particular to the group of workers or the workplace (Gerber 2000 , Engestrom 2001 ). For many Australian low-paid workers, work practices are increasingly acquired in the absence of work groups or workplaces. Individual workers draw on the information and advice they can glean through new, loose networks. However, their loose 'belonging' in these groups does not tend to create social capital with which they can improve their overall opportunities or conditions within the new field of lowpaid work. Numerous examples of this emerged in the interviews.
Ahmed, the taxi driver in this study, was able to recount the ways in which he had refined his communication skills to access extra tips and job opportunities with customers, although he felt that without the support of other taxi drivers, he could not address issues of safety and threats of violence inherent in his working conditions. Zaim reflected that, whilst he was friendly with other truck-driving contractors, the only information he could access about how to negotiate payments from customers, find legal support and manage his workload came from his brother, an experienced private contractor. Florica, working as a casual night-shift cleaner, was dissatisfied and bored with her job and wanted to work as a security officer. However, like Levy, a qualified receptionist who could only find work as a carer in the home of a private family, she felt could not utilise her recently acquired VET qualifications, experience and skills to find a job she preferred. Both identified lack of mentoring, networks, contacts and advice as real barriers to them in finding more stimulating and secure work in areas for which they were qualified. For these workers, VET qualifications had been of little practical use in reducing their marginal status as casual and isolated workers.
With declining unionism and increasing job fragmentation amongst low-paid workers there is great value in creating learning environments around VET programs in which participants can use their existing social capital to maintain confidence and plan their transitions. Increased VET funding which fails to support such approaches is unlikely to result in significant VET participation amongst retrenched manufacturing workers. It is clear that this group, and in particular women, undertake VET when it is part of a broader, supported process in which confidence and new aspirations are generated.
Despite the policy rhetoric, however, it appears that retrenched workers' job opportunities are rarely broadened through their participation in VET courses. Women's low-paid work options outside of aged care lie predominantly in occupations where high rates of casualisation and fragmented work roles make it difficult for them to forge crucial networks and relationships through which to source information and advice vital to their advancement. Their entry into administrative and office based jobs and their ongoing employment in the retail sector require them to forge networks and contacts as part of their broad learning for work transitions. Men, often able to access initial driving and labouring jobs through their existing networks, can remain unable to broaden their opportunities once they are employed, for similar reasons.
Although a significant number of VET courses were completed by members of this group, the impact of VET qualifications on the employment outcomes for those who had successfully retained employment in a new occupation was very uneven. Most of these Feltex workers had been able to acquire stable jobs in new occupations as a result of factors other than a VET qualification. Many remained unable to convert VET qualifications into employment outcomes due to factors related to disposition and networks. Worker 'dispositions' (including age, gender, class and language background) needed to be favoured in the occupations to which they aspired. Networks were critical for Feltex workers in entering employment but also in maintaining resilience and employability within new occupations.
Participation in VET can be a valued experience for retrenched factory workers for a range of reasons. Such participation can have a particularly positive impact on women, who are often less likely than their male counterparts to have the confidence or networks to find ongoing jobs in new occupations. Participation in VET may also qualify workers to gain entry-level employment into new occupations. However, under current conditions in low-paid occupations, VET funding does not contribute to improved employment opportunities for retrenched manufacturing workers outside of a limited number of low-paid occupations, such as aged care, where learning borderlands support workers to develop social capital.
Government funding for vocational training currently promises to provide retrenched, vulnerable factory workers with a platform for change, although in the Australian context VET, to be a resource for this group, needs to be accompanied by integrated post-retrenchment support programs and longer-term workforce education and industry development strategies which create the social environments in which vulnerable workers can build networks and learn. This discussion has reinforced findings elsewhere that mature aged workers undergoing high-risk transformations at the most vulnerable end of the 'new work order' can often fail to benefit significantly from the training courses they undergo, despite targeted policy attention to re-skilling (Armstrong-Stassen and Templer 2005, Keating 2010) .
Effective learning spaces must be created alongside the LLN, WELL and VET programs announced in the 2011 budget, if they are to reduce low-paid worker vulnerabilities. In the borderlands around working life, VET participants need opportunities to make enduring friendships and connections that can become sources of social capital as they traverse the unknown terrain of their new occupations. Unless this funding is conceptualised as part of a broader social policy project, in which industries develop the social conditions for broader learning, the Feltex study indicates that social inequalities between workers in Australia will continue to be further entrenched under new work conditions and training may fail to deliver for Australia's most vulnerable workers.
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